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Abstract 
In this paper an attempt has been made to draw attention to the concepts of Business ethics and social responsibility as 
expounded in Hindu epics like the Ramayana, Mahabharata and Vedic literature and understand their relevance in the modern 
context.   
A review of literature on Corporate Social Responsibility makes it evident that most economists, management experts and 
businessmen do not endorse Milton Friedman’s views on CSR (An organization’s only responsibility is to increase its profits and 
value). Amidst different perspectives on CSR, the thoughts of vedic literature on the subject are very rich and refreshing. The 
karma theory cautions the corporate that they ought to be accountable for their actions. The theory of dharma (chathur 
dharma) counsels that businesses need to exist in harmony at four levels: universal (nature), human, society and individual. The 
responsibility of business on maintaining and restoring ecological balance supersedes other groups because it is the largest 
consumer of natural resources and the greatest polluter of the environment. That Business firms should learn to live in harmony 
with all creation needs no emphasis. In accordance to the human dharma corporate tycoons like Bill Gates who pursued profits in 
the initial stage of business pursued objectives like charity and welfare with maturity. We also find that many successful business 
promoters in their mature years identify successors for their business and assume an advisory role. On a similar note the paper 
also elaborates how the principles expounded in social dharma and swadharma are equally relevant to the Business community. 
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1. Introduction 
Companies in modern days are urged to show more responsibility towards society while running their businesses. 
According to Milton Friedman, “there is one and only one social responsibility of business: to use its resources and 
engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, 
engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud.”i(Milton Friedman, Sept 1970). Notwithstanding, 
the views of Milton Friedman and his followers, there is a new awakening in business towards corporate 
responsibility. CSR proponents feel that corporations make huge profits and in that process social costs are incurred 
and thus they are morally bound to act more responsible towards society. There is a general feeling that in the past 
the corporate world was fully conscious of their responsibility to the employees, customer and the community. 
Thereafter, this noble philosophy that underlined business decisions gave way to short term profit maximization. 
Corporate watchers say corporate giving has ticked up recently, possibly in response to public dissatisfaction with 
irresponsible behavior of companies. As a consequence of cross-border trade, multinational enterprises and global 
supply chains, there is an increased awareness on CSR concerns related to human resource management practices, 
environmental protection, and health and safety, among other thingsii.  (A white paper on CSR, KPMG in India). Yet 
the reality is that MNCs are resented in many countries. Globalisation as a policy is perceived as anti poor. As a 
result of the churning that is taking place in the business arena on the issue of social responsibility of business, 
different CSR thoughts, philosophies and approaches have emerged.  In this article an attempt has been made to 
draw attention to the concepts of Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility as emphasized in Hindu epics 
like the Ramayana, Mahabharata and Vedic literature and understand their relevance in the modern context. 
2. Review of Literature  
According to Milton Friedman, “Corporate Social Responsibility is a fundamentally subversive doctrine in a free 
society and there is one and only one social responsibility of business – to use its resources and engage in activities 
designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and 
free competition without deception and fraud”  (Milton Friedman, Sept 1970). Notwithstanding, the views of Milton 
Friedman and his followers, there is a new awakening in business towards corporate responsibility.  Peter Drucker 
felt that while businesses need to make profits to justify their economic existence, it would be tyrannical on their 
part to ignore their responsibility towards the society (Peter.F.Drucker, 1993). The leaders of the corporate world too 
have understood the importance of Business Ethics and CSR in the modern world. As the founder of Infosys, 
Narayana Moorthy points out: “Investors, customers, employees and vendors have all become discerning and are 
demanding greater transparency and fairness in all dealings”. 
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There is a general feeling that in the past the corporate world was fully conscious of their responsibility to the 
employees, customer and the community. Dr.Balakrishnan Muniappan (2008), in his paper, “The duty and action for 
corporate social responsibility from the perspectives of Vedantha”, explains in detail about the Chathur dharma and 
their relevance to business. It is heartening to know that the ethicality and social responsibility prescribed by Vedic 
literature for the business community is of the highest order and calls for introspection and inner purification. 
Economists Donald Siegel and Donald Vitaliano (2007) in their study focused on the type of CSR activities that 
could contribute to profit maximization.In his paper, “The dimensions of Corporate Responsibility” 
(M.S.Srinivasan, October, 2009), argues that that moral and spiritual ideals like ethics, social responsibility or 
sustainability have to be pursued for their own sake, as a selfless service for the well being and progress of the larger 
whole of life. Recent research studies done in the area of Corporate Social Responsibility and other related areas like 
cause related marketing suggests that CSR is used by companies as an image building tool. Cause related marketing 
is used by marketers as a differentiating tool to position brands to discerning customers. While Vedic literature 
commends such noble gestures they are deemed to be in the mode of passion because such activities are pursued 
with a view to reaping dividends in return. Thus, it can be concluded that leaving aside views that recommend 
practice of CSR for enlightened self interest, businesses need to pursue CSR for its own sake very dispassionately 
expecting no returns for the CSR efforts. Businesses have a responsibility in shaping the future and for a more rapid 
and accelerated progress of the country, Business firms needs to strengthen their ethical consciousness.   
 
The Karma theory and four goals of life 
Hinduism is considered a way of life rather than a religion. In this context it is not surprising that the vedic literature 
and the Hindu epics have clearly spelled out norms and code of conduct for people belonging to all walks of life. 
The Bhagavad-Gita gives insights on “dharma” which in simple terms means one’s righteous duty. According to 
Lord Krishna in Bhaavad Gita, Karma refers to the totality of our actions and is responsible for the cycle of birth and 
rebirths. “As we sow, so we reap”, goes the saying and thus we are responsible for our deeds and action. A man has 
four primary goals in life: Dharma (righteousness), Artha (Human effort and endeavour towards material pursuits), 
Kama (desire) and Moksha (salvation). Individuals according to their nature, temperament and stage of life pursue 
one or more of these goals in their life. A businessman endeavours towards material pursuits (artha) and this ought 
to be done by following dharma (righteous methods). In the Mahabharata, Karna Parva, Chapter 69 Verse 58 
eulogizes it as follow:  “ dharma” sustains the society, “ dharma” maintains the social order; “ dharma” ensures well 
being and progress of humanity, “dharma” is surely that which fulfils these objectivesiii (Muniapan, 2006). 
 
Duties at four levels (Chathur Dharma) and their relevance 
Further Dharma is of four main divisions, which are God’s law at work at four different levels: universal (rita), 
human, social and personal. Just as there are laws that govern a country or a society, so are there universal laws that 
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govern nature.  
 
Universal or Rita Dharma : The rising and setting of the sun, the occurrence of the season, the setting of the 
monsoon and various other natural occurrences are governed by divine law and rita dharma advocates that man’s 
behavior ought not to be detrimental to the natural order. Man needs to realize that he is an integral part of nature 
and not above it. We are almost on the brink of an environmental crisis because of unabated industrialization. Our 
quest for more comfortable and faster travel systems has resulted in environmental pollution of an alarming 
magnitude. During the industrial revolution the focus was only on production and little or no attention was paid to 
environmental degradation. Environmental changes that caused concern took place in the next 100 years and ever 
since the impact of the environmental degradation was felt in our day to day lives, the matter has been viewed with 
serious concern. The responsibility of business on maintaining and restoring ecological balance supersedes other 
groups because it is the largest consumer of natural resources and the greatest polluter of the environment. So 
business has to ungrudgingly bear the responsibility for  more prudent utilization of the resources of Nature and 
undo the damage it has done to the environmentiv (Fourth dimension, Oct 2009). It is very clear that it is dangerous 
to disturb the natural balance. The universal responsibility of business towards nature and environment as stated in 
the Vedic literature needs to be practiced conscientiously. The religious and moral law prescribed here will help 
businesses carry out their activities without disturbing the environmental balance.  
 
Social law or varna dharma, consists of the occupation, duties and responsibilities we must fulfill as a member of 
our nation, community and family. The dharma shastras divides the society into four main groups (chathur varnas): 
the priest (Brahmin), the warrior (kshatriya), the merchant (vaishya) and the laborer (working class). While there is 
criticism that the division into varnas was based on birth, there is evidence from our epics to show that the division 
was also based on attitude and nature (the gunas of person –satvic or goodness, rajas or passion and tamas or 
ignorance) and skill set and that there was scope for upward and downward mobility based on the inherent nature of 
a person and his capabilities. Modern organizations include philanthropic organizations, schools, educational 
institutions, hospitals, defence, police force and manufacturing organizations. Modern organizations too have 
hierarchy. The onus of social responsibility lies on the top management, which needs more conceptual skills to 
develop a holistic view point on matters that have a social, national, global or universal impact. Considering 
organizations as an individual entity, it is also logical for satvic organizations like hospitals, schools and educational 
institutions to assume greater social responsibility. Most educational and health organizations are trusts and are 
expected to do service to the society charging very little from the poor. There is a lot of criticism that schools and 
colleges in modern days are run for profit.  
 
Human law or ashrama dharma relates to the four stages of our life in pursuit of righteousness (dharma), wealth 
(artha), pleasure (kama) and liberation (moksha). Each and every human being in this world goes through the four 
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progressive stages with the progression of body, mind and emotions: brahmachari (student),  grihastha 
(householder),  vanaprastha  (elder advisor) and sanyasa (religious solitaire). The first 20 to 25 years of life of 
brahmacharya focuses on learning and acquiring knowledge. As a householder an individual earns to raise a family 
and do service to the society. Beyond 50, a person prepares to retire and share his knowledge and experience with 
the younger generation. After turning 70, as the physical forces wane, a person turns to God for final liberation. The 
ashrama dharma pertains to the dharma an individual needs to practice in different stages of life and may not have 
direct relevance to the business community. However, we find that corporate tycoons like Bill Gates pursued profits 
in the initial stage of business and with maturity pursued and are pursuing other objectives like charity and social 
welfare. We also find that many successful business promoters in their mature years identify successors for their 
business and assume an advisory role. Bill Gates in the year 2008 declared that he would relinquish his role of chief 
software architect and devote more attention to the work of Bill and Melinda Gates Foundationv. Commenting on his 
retirement from Infosys, Narayanamurthy said in an interview, “In 1981, when I founded the company, we wrote 
down these rules, one of which was that I would walk out at 65. So there was no surprise, no sentiments about it. It 
was routine”.vi 
Swadharma: Each individual has a personal dharma or Swadharma. Based on our own inclinations, aptitude, 
interests, each individual develops his or her own personality, settles for a certain occupation and associates with 
certain other persons, organizations or groups. Swadharma is determined by the karma (good or bad) of past lives 
and the other three dharmas of the present lives: universal, human and social. It is the principle of swadharma 
perhaps that creates great philanthropists like G.D.Birla, J.R.D Tata, Ratan Tata, Azim Premji, Anand Mahindra and 
many others. ‘Families (households) in India are in some ways microcosmic socio-economic systems, strongly 
embedded in their local communities, and have a long tradition of giving to the poor, needy and destitute. Donating 
towards temple building, for instance, has been a favored charitable activity throughout history”vii. (Ramachandran 
& Schmidheiny & Rachana Jha, Insight, Oct, 2009).  
 
Codes of conduct for charity 
Many of India’s leading businessmen who were influenced by Mahatma Gandhi and his theory of trusteeship of 
wealth set aside a portion of their profits for construction of educational institutions, temples, dharamshalas and 
other charitable purposes. The norms and ethical codes for business and the philanthropic activities expected of a 
Vysya or a businessman were extolled in our epics like Ramayana, Mahabaratha and Vedantha. . These epics and 
relevant literature in this regard were written more than 5,000 years ago.  
1. Vysyas shuld take care of cows, peform righteous business, follow Dharma and justice.  
2. They must treat only that amount as their earning that remains after providing for philanthropic 
activities. With the balance amount after setting aside reserves for contingencies and enjoy life with the 
surplus.  
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3. It is also stated that charity and sacrifices ought to be performed as per the directions of the Vedas 
without any desire for reward in return. Where such sacrifices are done with a desire for reward such 
charity is deemed to in the mode of passion.  Charity done with impure mind to wrong persons at the 
wrong place is deemed to in the mode of ignorance. 
 
Business involvement in social welfare and development was a part of our tradition and this is practiced by our 
modern businessmen to this date. A news report of Times of India is quoted below,  “Rakesh Jhunjhunwala, India's 
most famous investor, has pledged to give away 25% of his wealth during his lifetime. He is the fourth Indian 
businessperson — after Azim Premji, Shiv Nadar and GM Rao — to make a statement of intent to give away a 
substantial part of their personal wealth to philanthropy.viii“  
One approach to social responsibility is where a certain amount of money out of profits is allotted for charity. The 
intention to give is predominant and hence the gesture is noble. However, it is equally important that the art of 
giving is practiced with sincerity and competence and efficiency to ensure that the money given in well spent. There 
is a lot of criticism that funds allotted by Indian government for welfare activities seldom reach the poor. The 
government spends a portion of its tax revenue on such social welfare activities and investment in such activities that 
are deep rooted in corruption has only led to ill feeling and bitterness. As pointed out in our vedic literature one 
needs to remember that charity done at the wrong place to the wrong person with an impure mind is deemed to be in 
the mode of ignorance. Most advocates of Corporate Social Responsibility urge companies to practice CSR for their 
own enlightened self interest. They believe that CSR can be a good marketing strategy. Such a CSR philosophy 
assumes that practicing ethical practices might be expensive or not so convenient and yet in the long run it pays 
dividends. There are certain advertisements that urge consumers to buy their products to facilitate charity work for 
underprivileged children or destitute, etc.. Such ads nevertheless appeal to the charitable instinct of the public, but 
also hope to increase sales in the process. Economists Donald Siegel and Donald Vitaliano (2007) in their study 
focused on the type of CSR activities that could contribute to profit maximization. They concluded that high-profile 
CSR activities (e.g., voluntary efforts to reduce pollution or to improve working conditions for employees) are more 
likely undertaken when such activities can be more easily integrated into a firm’s differentiation strategy ix . 
McWilliams and Siegel’s in their study (2000) that covered over 1000 academics, concluded that CSR has a neutral 
impact on financial outcomesx. Many companies use CSR activities to avoid tax or even use them as an image 
building operation. Many other companies use CSR to preempt government from taking action against them. Such 
activities may be good, but still these are undertaken with an expectation of return or reward and hence are deemed 
to be in the mode of passion. It is clear that moral and spiritual ideals like ethics, social responsibility or 
sustainability have to be pursued for their own sake, as a selfless service for the well being and progress of the larger 
whole of lifexi.(M.S.Srinivasan, Fourth Dimension, 2009). 
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3. Findings and Conclusion 
A review of literature on Corporate Social Responsibility makes it evident that most economists, management 
experts and businessmen do not fully endorse Milton Friedman’s views on CSR (An organization’s only 
responsibility is to increase its profits and value). Peter Drucker’s views on CSR make clear the statement. 
“Economic performance is the first responsibility of a business. A business that does not show a profit at least equal 
to its cost of capital is socially irresponsible. It wastes society’s resources…But economic performance is not the 
sole responsibility of a business…Power must always be balanced by responsibility; otherwise it becomes tyranny” 
(Peter Drucker, 1992). xii Amidst such perspectives on CSR, the thoughts of vedic literature on the subject are very 
rich and refreshing. The karma theory cautions the corporate that they would be accountable for their actions. The 
theory of dharma (chathur dharma) counsels that businesses need to exist in harmony at four levels: universal 
(nature), human, society and individual. One can be conscious of our responsibilities only by experiencing a sense of 
unity with all creation in the world. Our Vedic literature thus calls for a spiritual approach by businesses that 
requires introspection and inner purification. Gary Hamel states “The big challenge in creating the future is not 
predicting the future - Instead; the goal is to try to imagine a future that is possible in the future that you can 
create”.  (Hamel .G, 1998)xiii. Businesses have a responsibility to shape the emerging future by following ethical 
practices and by being more responsible towards the society.   
Contributions of the study 
Vedic literature has a lot to offer to the subject knowledge of management. In this paper an attempt has been made 
to study, analyse and relate those ideas and thoughts in Vedic literature that are relevant to Business ethics and 
Corporate Social Responsibility.  It is unfortunate that the wealth of knowledge in Vedic literature does not 
constitute a part of the curriculum in Business Schools. The study aims to present the ideas and thoughts relating to 
Business Ethics and CSR in Vedic Literature, and it is believed that the same would be useful to the student and 
academic community and also the corporate.  
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